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UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT Whatever or whomever you
are researChing, it is vitally important to understand the historical time frame. Remember the film
‘Back to the Future' and television programmes in which there are time travellers? In much the same
way the historian examining the past has to remember that people in other eras used different
language, had different values, traditions and outlook. Hundreds of things change from generation
to generation. All these factors affect how people react. People’s attitude to religion is different in
Irefand now than it was when Pope John Paul Il visited Ireland in 1979 and peoples religious
practices were different again when Ireland hosted the Eucharistic Congress in 1932,

As a person of the new millennium you can't understand the actions of the past unless you
understand the historical context. You must have an understanding of the era in which an event
took place and the time when an individual lived. All history reflects the period in which it is
written. The historian of this generation looks at histher source material with a set of attitudes
and beliefs thar are at variance to those who came before. In tum, hisfher perceptions and
interpretations of the historical facts will be examined and even discredited by the historians of
the 2 st century.

It takes some time before events are recorded. Activists must be long dead before their material
comes to light. You may be aware of the facts and background to the Irish Civil War but for many
years these events were not taught in schools, perhaps this was because events were still too close
o become dispassionate words in a school text. But the fact that the Irish Chil War was omitted
from school books in 1950s Ireland gives you some idea of how history is written and how it takes
time for current affairs to become part of the history of a nation. In his book Another Country,
Growing up in ‘505 Ireland (Gill and Macmillan, 1998), Gene Kerrigan tells of his surprise to learn of
the Irish Civil War when he was ningteen years of age.
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He writes:

P 1 dian‘t know sbout the Civil War until I was nineteen. I found cut about
it watching the Late Late Show .. 16 Hovember 1968 .. an Australian writer
named Calton Younger — was thers to discuss his book, titled The Irish Civil
war. I watched, slightly puzzled at first, then more than a little agitated,
What civil war? I had lately twmed nineceen, five ysars out of school,
making my way in the world, and I'd just diacovered that there had been a
civil war in my country only twenty-six years before I was borm. .. The day
after that Late Late Show, I went digging down in A big old suitcase and
pulled ocut my primary school history book. A Junior History of Ireland, by
James Carty, published in 1959. Chapter 19 was titled '‘From Easter Week bo
the Treaty'. And there endeth the lesson. Why was the Civil War left out
of our school books? .. And where our Junfor History ended with the Treaty
the senlor book added a single paragraph in which Mr Carty wrote that ‘the
civil war broke cut’. Mo background, no explanation, just one sentence: "The
Republican mimority still continued to oppose the Treaty' and ‘civil war
broke cut. Mo cause, no one mads the decisions, it just kind of happened ..
Mr Carty’s book belatedly and unwittingly taught me a lesson in a subject
that wasn't on the curriculum: scepticism.

It will not be pessible for some people to have access to original documentation. Prevented from
reading source material at first hand without the taint, slant and focus of the era in which it was
written, the scholar must be aware of who is writing the piece and how it is constructed. When
researcHing - beware of half-quotations, quotations out of context, quotations that are truncated
to underscore what the writer wishes to convey. In the past there were no references or
foomotes in biographies. There was no identification between quotes from primary source
material and second hand sources. Lock for the type of source it is, is It from a secondary source,
reliable, an eyewitness or someone who knew the key characters or a distant relative!
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LETE LOOK AT AN EXAMPLE:
On Friday, july 18 1997 The Daily Telegraph contained a story:

,ﬁ £252, 000 paid for Churchill‘s Lettars Seventesn letters from Winsten Churchill
to hiz brother Jack about the disastrous Dardanelles cospaign, which included
tha ill-fated landings at Gallipoli, fetched a botal of more than £252,000 in
London yesterdsy. The unpublished letbers described by Sothelbw's as "the moat
important series of letters by Churchill ewver sold ae suction®, fncluded one
which fetched £53,200, an auction record for any single letter by Churchill.
In it, Churchill refers to the Dardanelles and the war on the Western Fronk.
*The war is terrible, the carmmage grows apace and the cercainty that no result
will be reached this year fills my mind with melancholy thoughta. The youth of

Eurcpe = almast a whole generation - will be shorn away.

SOURCE & EVIDENCE MUST BE FROM A VALID & REPUTABLE SOURCE These
letters were written by Churchill to his brother, private correspondence in which he wrate of his
personal and private observations and was not inhibited as he would have been if he had been giving
an interview for a newspaper or magazine or writing an official report.

WHAT DOES THE INFORMATION PROVE? WHAT IS ITS RELEVANCE? WHO SAID
IT? WAS THAT PERSON AN EYEWITHNESS OR A EEY PLAYER? This is an observation
by Churchill, 2 key plyer. He was First Lord of the Admiralty at this time, and the disastrous
Dardanelles campaign led to his resignation in May of 1915, It illustrates his feelings at the time of
the event; it i5 not a recollection tainted by the passage of time. This article also illustrates how
information can come to light many years after an event. In this case the material had been in the
family’s possession, The material was unpublished, therefore it was unseen by historians, who
previously would have been speculating on Churchill’s opinions and feelings at this time with no
hard evidence of what he acuslly thought.

remember information can come to
light many years after an event
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NEWSPAPERS-VITAL CLUES AND INFORMATION Researchingin newspapersis

the most time consuming research task and often a tedious job. To examine one year of a newspaper
by scanning the text can take two or three hours, Often you are distracted by new stories like
following the progress of a murder investigation or a wife who has absconded! Searching on microfilm
is rmuch more difficult when the pages of the newspaper are thin and the text is dense, Often the lay-
out differs from paper to paper. It is hard work and often the end result may be that you find nothing.
It iz especially difficult if you are trying to locate something that is not in a Hbrary in your hometown.
It is quite possible that you will not be able to find the newspaper in your hometown even if it was
originally published there. As lreland was a colony, papers often survive in the collection of the British
Library in Colingdale in London. It was compulsory for them to keep copies of newspapers after | 826,

USING THE EXAMPLE OF LIMERICE NEWSPAPERS There have been weekly
newspapers published in Limerick since the 17405 but don't expect to find every issue surviving!
Copies of these newspapers are now scattered in a number of different libraries and institutions in
Limerick but also in Irefand, the UK and the U5, Many libraries hold odd numbers of newspapers:
they may have some complete runs but often there are many missing issues of |8th and |9th century
newspapers. The Daily Southern Advertiser |880-18%4 iz an example of a paper that can't be found in
Ireland apart from one issue in the Franciscan Library in Dublin, The surviving issues can be found
in the British Library in London. The Limerick Stor which ran for a year in the 1890s is another
newspaper that can only be found in the British Library. Other newspapers have issues that are
scattered in a number of Libraries. Issues of The Limerick Weekly Echo and District Advertiser published
in Limerick in 1898 can be locaved in Limerick County Library, The Mational Library of Ireland and
the British Library. Despite the difficulties, newspapers are a great source, written at the time of the
event and giving ample material that may be quoted and may provide clues leading to other sources.
They also give a good context in which to read how information was received at the time of the

event, the historical context.
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LET*E LOOE AT THE AEFORTING OF THE 1916 RISING FRON A PEOVINCIAL NEWEFATER
The Limeriek Chrenlele 29 April 19146
The news of the rebellion on 29 of April ks referred 1o a5 the Dublin Désturbances or elsewhere

The incident i fot called & rebelion
There 106 @xc SrpEal B Lirenick newspapar: from Lomdon npAIpapars. B nothd in ths DRCDON of parlamiantry debyted
that the information is censored. Mr Birmell stated that he was arocous that the information shouwld mot reach the newtral

COoLETDreER, wiach would g "a0 [a i whint had Caker |

The inzccuracies that were reported in the newspapers prove that you must remember that the information can be
WTONE. | B Conm Iy 15 reporthd 2% being Kilked in the I'lp;hl:u'x The rruth was that o hed been badly mjured, It

stated that Patrsck Peirss wald injured but in fact e wai unbarmed

1 LIMERICK CHRONICLE SATURI
WAR. 'THE DUBLIN |Bebate in th
._q sriTisH | DISTURBANCES.
LESHIP IDi}:uu«E:url in F-’l.rlizlmenl; IMPORTANT

STEIKES A MINE|
1

HATIOHAL VOLUNTEERS
dii arransan

Assiit MLlgary,

HEW SAVED

nd Yerdun.

emy Ellorts

Ister Meats iha e
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USING NEWSPAPERS AS YOUR SOURCE MATERIAL Anexcellent example of the

walue of newspapers a1 3 souroe |8 ilhestrated in the story of the jewith pogrom in Limerick in 1904,

THE JEWISH POGROM IN LIMERICE 1904 In his book Jews in Twentieth Contury
Irelond, (Cork University Press, [1998) Dermot Keogh makes use of newspapers to give a
comprehensive account of what went on. K was the sermons given at the meeting of the Arch-
confraternicy at the Redemptorist’s Church in the city that led to the boycotting of the |ewish
traders and the departure of the rr|:|.i-::lr|1:.r al the COMIMLIICY from Limerick. .5'.|l|'|r:lu:.‘;|'| jGIJI"I'I.'.'lIIE[E
were prevented from .;-|r_|;q:n-:;|i|'|g the mieetings at the .I"l.r|:|'.-i:l:!-l1rl?|l;,l_"rl'li“.:ﬁtl‘l{' rescts of Fr _||::-|1r| ':.-.!1!.!!_.'"!\
sermicns were published. Michael Davite, best knowen for his work with the Land League, defended
the Jews, in 1903, while on a visit 1o Russia he had witnessed pogroms there. He wrote 1o the
Freemans _|'-:|u.'.'|._'|.'_ i:rltii:i';i!'.g_ Fr {:rvl:agh_ Fr Cru:._tgh thien used the NEWSpaAper a5 the madium oo I"'L"|:-|:|-'.

The Limerick Chronicle carried this report:

LIMERICE LELDEE WEIRNESDAY EVENING JANUARY 20 904

THE JEWS

A REPLY T0O MR. DAVITY

Bev. J. Creagh, CB5.0, and the " Freeman's Jourmal "
Lt les

EST DEVELOPMESTS 08 THE PAESENT SITUATION

i [ A L Sy =—
Jowish bl o Lomeveh e el | HEr e B s b Lpein st e o
v dewwn by Fries Uregh oo e | 66 0S5 Epengsey sllosl op dok o b
vy sl wwd B b g g of e | e R 0 s b, padl sl s o mie
rosarhs Pebor Droagh sl be deead b b | Senk bl B S - - 5 ko pma
Bty palervieel ws Be smersp asd edy | S kadp SRR, BB wES  HeRgh s
R o | Thekiagn ewtetis g Pems  Beah | mevr ebeld e NS e Eerd ] ERos
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LET"8 EXAMNINE THIS SOURCE:

L LOOK FOR QUOTATIONS Mote the language employed by Fr Creagh lends itself very

well to quotation:

"I warned you to boware of becoming slaves of Jewish usurerse,

His argument is contained, succinctly in this piece: *The only reason’ Fr Creagh states that he
“took up this question was merely to save confraternity men from the ruincus

trade of the Jews.~

It ks importane to note the tone of the sermon; he describes his critics as “those who had been
duped by the Jews®. Father Creagh uses the age-old anti-Semitic argument against the
Jews. *They slew St Stephen, the first martyr and St James, the apostle ..
Howadays they dare not kidnap and slay Christian children but they will not
hesitate to .. ©pose them to a longer and cruel martyrdom by taking the
clothes off their backs and the bit sut of their mouths -

Mote the tone of these quotations. Do they sound like direct quotations! Do you think that this
is a distorted source! Are there any other sources for material written by Fr Creagh or letters
from this pericd so that you can see for yourself if it sounds like direct quotation! Failing this
look at his words are they typical or untypical sentiments of the day! Remember that you have
the benefit of hindsight and that Fr Creagh lived in the period before the holocaust.

LOOK FOR REFERENCES TO OTHER SOURCE MATERIAL In this piece there are
other newspapers referred to The Daily Independent, The Munster News and the Freeman's Joumnal -
leads for further rEsearch,

LOOK AT THE NEWSPFAFER AS A SOURCE We know from other sources that
the Arch-confraternity was a powerful group of Catholics in Limerick at this time. Their number
was 6,000 in 1904. It is important to look at the power of the priest in soclety at this time. Many
members of the confraternity would have been illiterate. YWas the publication of Fr Creagh's
sermons due to the controversial content of his speeches or because of the power of the Arch-
confraternity in Limerick? Find out were other sermons published at this time.

The fact that these sermons were published brought the story to a different audience. The story
became national news. check the reports outside Limerick.Was Michael Davite the only critic of
the priest’s beliefs?
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USING NEWSPAPERS AS SOURCES - SOME OF THE PITFALLS
Mewspapers are too often used as the only sources that there are! Take note that newspapers
reflect a particular slant, agenda or standpoint and that news stories are reported in a certain way.
It must be remembered that quotations in newspapers vary widely in their accuracy. But
sometimes, the slant or the focus of the newspaper is not that obvious. If you are quoting, it is
important to state that you are aware of the newspaper’s standpoint and if pessible to give a range
of accounts from different newspapers. You may know the difference in the newspapers of woday,
such as, the difference in the reporting in The lrish Times and The Irish Sun but you may not think
of the type of newspaper that you are quoting from when it dates back to the 1840s, is in the
library and doesn't look the same as a rbloid of today.
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PRIMARY SOURCES: ORIGINAL MATERIAL The starting point for many scholars
is secondary - written sources - but the interesting and exciting role of a reSearcher starts when

they explore primary sources. VWWhen you gather the material yourself your work will be original
Where possible revisit the author’s primary sources and draw your own conclusions.

We have already discussed what are primary sources: diaries, letters, bills, accounts, legal
documents, songs and poetry, gravestones, paintings, photographs and oral accounts.

TRY AND FIND THE CLUES ﬁus&ﬂdngmnfdmmis:duhn;e—ﬁhkﬂ
yourself as a journalist or a detective — seeking out the clues. It is important to pay attention to
detail, the insignificant details.

ASK YOURSELF Whar official documents might someone need during their lifetime, a birth
certificate, possibly a marriage certificate, a death certificate — school records — religious records
= legal documentation, house deeds, land deeds, wills. A person will appear in the census returns
and might have professional records, educational documentation,

You must apply your mind to where and who might hold material. Also keep in mind the extended
family and changes such as the fact that mazerial is not always passed to the eldest son. Also, bear
in mind the loss of the family home and the fact that people move house several times during their
lifetime. Family heirlooms are often scattered or given to extended family and friends.

Whaere did the person live when they died? — Does a relative live in the family home! - Did the
material go to the eldest son — or perhaps the only daughrer?

Contact all the family members —You never know the second cousin in America may have what
you are locking for. The most unlikely person may have kept the material just because they were
interested in history.

Mostly people do not look for the raw material of history from private collections — the material
is normally consulted in an archive or library. State papers are located in the Mational Archives in
Dublin. See: The Directory of Irish Archives, edited by Seamus Helferty and Raymond Refaussé (Four
Courts Press, 1999) for listings of archives and libraries in lrefand,

if you are fortunate enough to locate original source marerial, Well Done!!!

But there may be difficulties. If the material is in private hands, it will be undocumented and
unsorted. You will have to put it inte chronalagical order, decipher handwriting and find cut as
much as you can about the writer and the context of the letter and that is before you get started!
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If material is located in an :l.'l:h'rve that part of the work is completed. However, it will still take
hours sifting through indexes, calling up material that may or may not be relevant Many
documents are hand-written and the clder they are the harder they are to read — so always give
yourself plenty of time when visiting an archive.

Remember that even if you are the 2nd, 3rd or even 300th person to look at a document, your
individual contribution is the key. You will glean different information than the people who have
examined it before you.

WHAT YOU SHOULD LOOK OUT FOR WHEN EXAMINING DOCUMENTS
Beware! History is always more complex than it appears at first. The more information that is
uncovered the more complex it becomes. It is never as it seems. Questioning sources is a must!
Offficial decuments or documents in custody can be falsified or altered. You also must be aware
that what has survived is not the entire picture. Every day material is lost to the historical record.

THE LOSE OF MATERIAL The greatest loss to Irish resEarchers was the burning of the
Public Records Office in the Four Courts during the Civil War in 1922, when historical records
dating back to the fifteenth century were destroyed.

Finding material that dates from the 20th century can also be problermatic. In the early years of
the state, a number of records of a sensitive nature were destroyed, incheding many papers relating
v thee Civil YWar, Until public record legislation was enacted in 1991 Government Departments
ware free to destroy files in order to create storage space.

The destruction of material by descendants is also a problem. Often a letter containing one line
of personal information may be burnt sacrificing the rest of the material that is of historical
interest. The life story of Dorothy Macardle, best known as the author of The Irish Repubdic, is
worthy of a biography, but it will never be produced as her personal papers were destroyed. She
never married and her brother, who was not interested in hoarding, destroyed her papers at the
time of her death.

There is a burden for the descendants of famous people. Many people find it intrusive to have
scores of researchers constantly trying to make contact. The solution is to give the material to an
archive or to sell it The papers are often sold to the highest bidder, frequently to collections
outside Ireland. The result is that Irish scholars are often unable to consult this material, as it is rare
for history students to obtain funding for their research and there are only tiny advances for
‘academic’ books.

L
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ORAL HISTORY: THE TUSE OQOF FIRST HAND ACCOUNTS

WHAT IS ORAL HISTORY?T Oral history is the information that is passed by word of
mouth. In the strict historical sense it is a flawed source as recollection is imperfect. anecdotal
and subjective. Despite this it is a vital source for any historical resefrcher of the 20th century.
The 20th century will be within living memory for some time to come.

There will be less documentation for the late 20th century with the decline in letter writing, the
use of telephones and Email for communication. Records kept on computer will be wiped rather
than preserved for posterity. There is also the possiblity of the loss of material as people move
many times within their lifetime and voday there are few extended families living together with

several generations in the one househaold,

THE VALUE OF ORAL HISTORY Interviews yield wonderful material. Older people
have different phrases and ways of speaking and their quotations add colour to academic texts.
Theirs are the ‘real voices' which give a sense of immediacy to an event. There is also the
important aspect of social history, gaining knowledge of the customs, values, ways of life at a
particular period of tme. Official documents record the factual infformation of an event: someone
who was there may be able to explain why it happened and connect it to other events.

EET ABOUT LOCATING AND COLLECTING - BEFORE YOU START
¥rite all you know about the topic before the interview or construct the outline of what you
propose to have in your finished essay — this will illustrate the gaps in your knowledge and the
areas that you want to concentrate on. With the passage of the 20= century there has been a
huge change in social structures and protocol. A teenager can now address their elders by their
first names even at a first meeting. |k is important to remember that there is an etiquette that
should be adopted when one ks interviewing an elderly person. It is important to telephone or
write a letter in advance. When you visit, a gift would be appropriate, as you must remember that
they are doing you a favour by sharing their time and their memories with you, In an age when it
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is more and more comman to pay everyone for his or her time, the person you are interviewing
could feel exploited. This is particularly important if you are being paid to produce an article, write
a book, or make a documentary.

Access 1o people is still relatively easy in Ireland. People are listed in the telephone book and
people pass on numbers and addresses with a readiness that Is not there in other countries. It is
only a matter of time until things change here. Remember therefore that writers and historians
have many calls on their time and answer many queries for people with little thanks. If you have
made an effort to approach them formally, they may be more helpful to you. You must be prepared
to make friends with people you contact and to be open about your own life. There is no point
in being cold and aloof and refusing to answer questons if you are there to ask the person for
information! It is important to make several visits to a person to build up rapport.

.ﬂ A rumber of years ago I interviewed a lady and her sister who were both in
thelr nineties; one of the ladies was Lily Thewliss, a former priscner in
Kilmainham Gaol during the Civil War. Both ladies were very police but wary
as I was a stranger - they asked me to come again and teld me that on my
next visie I would be given tea. It tsught me that you musk not esgpect
everyone to weleome you. Later I reflected that theses women had lived during
the Civil War, and one had been imprisoned. At that cime they had not been
able to trust any stranger with information on the ‘movement®. Ao although
almost seventy years had passed, to them this time was only yesteodoy.

CONDUCTING THE INTERVIEW When you are taping somecne it is important that
you play the tape continuously during the interview. Much of what is recorded will not be urilised
but it is important that you do not lose any information. A conversation is not structured. To
impose a rigid question and answer scenario will lead o a stilted and less productive interview.
To put the person at ease and o facilitate you when you come to write, start by asking basic
questions, such as the person’s age at the time of the event in question. Ask details such as the
names of the key characters, nicknames and the former names of places or ask for a description
of the locality at the time at which the event happened, this can help the person to focus their

memary and enables them to set the scene.

It is important that you study the period in question — know the key dates and events. You can
then offer this informaticn to the interviewee in order to jog their memory, but do judge the
situation. It is good for the person to know that you have “done your homework”™ especially if you
are talking to an acadernic or an expert in their field. But don't throw the interviewee by inserting
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your own opinions and talking too much, Having done your reseaRch you will be told a lot of what
you know already. Don't be rude, listen and look interested, there may be the exact information
you require at the end of the long story or a throw away remark that would make an ideal quote.

Guide the interview — often a person has told the same story time and time again over a pariod
of years, in the same way, with the same punch-lines. The good interviewer will get new
information to come to light. Be realistic about what you expect any person to remember afoer

the passage of so many years.

ﬂrmviaitﬂalﬁﬁ@m;mﬁeratwmﬂmm%m
gixtesn. She told me that she had only attended a few meetings organised by
another lady called Mary Twamley but could remember no other information.
Sometime later a collection of photographs came to light that had belonged
to Mary Teamley. I was amcdous bo mow if Mary Teamley appeared in amy of
them and asked this lady could I bring them to har. The lady protested tchak
many ysars had passed and not to bother to come and see her. I ineisted and
when I arrived I was disappointed when she could not identify her = as ghe
said her only memory was a woman who was tall and with dark hair. A little
while later she showed me a family phobtograph taken ben years previously.
Devicusly she asked me to identify her daughter who was also at the interview.
I locked at the daughter and then singled her cut in the photograph. The old
lady had the last laugh. She said *=I thought 5o - that iz nof chis dsugheer
but her sister., people often make that mistake - they are very alike®. ™Now*,
she said, "you came here asking me to ldentify a lady I saw twice ocver sixty
years age and oy dsughter iz sitting in front of you and yvou can't pick her

out im a photograph taben fust ten years agoe.” I learned sy lesson!

HOW TO USE THE MATERIAL When it comes to using the material, it is important
that the reader is yware that the material is taken from direct speech. if possible you should use
footnotes and endnotes. If it is not feasible for you to use this form of notation, it is important
that the reader/listener is aware of what is your opinion and what you have surmised from what

was 5aid in the inpervies.
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Comparison and Contrast: You must show a range of views
and consider the options of a number of commentators. Read
widely, contrast the evidence given by all parties as it is often
necessary to give both sides of a story. And finally come to your
own considered conclusions.

Source and Evidence: The source and evidence must be from a
valid and reputable source. Ask yourself what does the information
prove! What is its relevance! Who said it? Was that person an
eyewitness or a key player! The historian has the benefit of hind-
sight. Take for example a political event - newspapers often give
an inaccurate story; cabinet minutes might be a better source or
even a personal letter written by the politician during the event in
question. Most of this material will not come to light until many

years after the event.



